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International Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC)
About AIIC
The International Association of Conference Interpreters, known by its French acronym, AIIC (Association international des interprètes de conférence), was founded in 1953 in France to defend and promote the interests of conference interpreters and is still the only international association of conference interpreters in existence, with more than three thousand individual members throughout the world. In the years after World War II when a world in ruin was being reorganized, some colleagues had the vision to realize that the introduction of simultaneous interpretation, particularly since its use at the Nuremberg trials, and the creation of many new international organizations would lead to rapid growth in the multilingual conference 'industry' and in the number of interpreters required. In order to ensure proper pay and working conditions, they realized that they would need to negotiate with their employers and band together to defend themselves.
AIIC developed a code of ethics and standards of practice that have been recognized and carried forward by conference interpreters throughout the world, even though the origins of these practices may have been forgotten. In so far as they can apply, many of these practices are also followed by other branches of the profession, such as court interpreters and amongst the burgeoning groups of 'community interpreters'. These practices are recognized because they are based on good sense and help to guarantee the quality and professionalism which clients require, whilst ensuring a healthy working environment for the interpreters.
The conference interpreting profession therefore became organized early on and AIIC's efforts in standard-setting and negotiating agreements with major employers have always benefited both members and non-members alike. Today, AIIC continues to work with schools of interpretation, standard-setting bodies (especially in the field of conference technology), major clients and international organizations and other branches of the profession, such as court interpreting and sign language interpreting: we are still redefining our work in a changing world. Now, as we witness the events which often precede the major peace conferences where we traditionally work, we have become involved in an area where we believe regulation is very necessary for the benefit of both the interpreters involved and those who use their services. Interpreting in conflict and post-conflict areas is not new, but the sheer number of interpreters involved in recent events is.
Creation of the project
At the January 2009 AIIC Assembly, when the Interpreters in Conflict Areas project was created, our guest speaker was Tim Washington, who had himself been involved with UN missions to conflict areas and had worked with the local interpreters there. Washington reminded us in his speech that we were in an organized profession, whereas the local interpreters in conflict areas had 'no tools and no rules'. They could not 'defend themselves'. He thought that as an organized profession we could help not only the (local) interpreters in conflict areas but also those using their services by giving advice about working with interpreters (see Fitchett 2009) .
By 2008, a number of our members had become frustrated by the fact that AIIC had remained silent whilst news of the death and injury of interpreters in war zones began to percolate through the media. When journalists such as Florence Aubenas, Daniele Mastrogiacomo or later Stephen Farrell were kidnapped, vast campaigns were launched to save them. However, journalists were seldom kidnapped alone, because foreign journalists working in countries whose language they do not speak need help to obtain contacts and to communicate with them. They hire interpreters and/or 'fixers', as the journalists call them, who are often local journalists themselves, with valuable local knowledge and contacts. While foreign journalists generally survived their kidnapping, the 'fixers' and interpreters often did not. They were murdered as traitors or to prevent them from talking by their captors, or they died in the rescue attempt.
Soldiers from foreign powers operating in a country whose language they do not speak need similar help. In Iraq and Afghanistan, thousands of interpreters were recruited both locally and internationally to assist foreign troops, and they even rendered assistance on the front lines. Where soldiers die or are wounded, their interpreters must surely follow, but little was known about the figures until some became available in the US in 2009 together with other information about how interpreters had been used and then discarded by the withdrawing troops.
Whilst interpreters working for NGOs may not be in the same danger as those working for the military or for journalists in the front line of conflict, it was a former USAID worker, Kirk Johnson, who created the List Project in the US to help resettle Iraqi refugees, including interpreters, who had
